
THE CLOSURE OF THE TUDOR MINT AT BRISTOL 

J.  W.  Greenwood 

The account of Sir Thomas Chamberlayne, under-treasurer of the Tudor mint 

at Bristol, has yielded a great deal of information about the production 

of coins there. 1 However, papers presented to the Elizabethan Court of 

Requests shed an interesting light on the establishment's closure.2 

Before looking at the final days we should glance back to the 1540s 

when the mint was set up. These eventful years saw the open debasement 

of the coinage for financial gain , the birth of new mints, and the creation 

of a new structure of mint control.3 The old system whereby coins were 

produced according to a contract between the Crown and the master-worker 

of the mint was swept away in favour of direct management. In future, 

each mint was to be controlled by an under-treasurer who had the responsi-

bility of paying the officers of the mint from royal funds as well as of 

overseeing coinage operations. The under-treasurer was responsible to the 

high treasurer of the mints who had overall supervision of all royal mints. 

Each mint establishment also included a comptroller to act as a check on 

the accounting of the under-treasurer. 

As with other developments in Tudor government, the requirements of 

efficient administration could be over-ridden by the interests of the indi-

vidual. It would seem that the choice of Bristol as a site for one of the 

provincial mints in 1546 owed much to the personal influence of its first 

under-treasurer, Sir William Sharington, whose estates were not far from 

there." However, Sharington's running of the mint left much to be desired. 

Charged with embezzlement and involvement in Sir Thomas Seymour's plot 

to overthrow the government of Protector Somerset, Sharington was dismissed 

in December 1548. 5 The new under-treasurer was Sir Thomas Chamberlayne, 

a reliable crown servant. 6 He was assisted by a new comptroller, Robert 

Recorde, renowned for his skill and innovation in mathematics and astr-

onomy.7 ' 

Chamberlayne' s appointment is easily understandable. Since entering 

government service in 1542 he had proved his worth in several capacities. 

He had been one of the commissaries with the German mercenaries raised 

for the French war of 1544 and 1545. His tenure of the post of governor 

of the Merchant Adventurers in Flanders had brought him into close contact 

with the government as it sought to regulate English trade with the Nether-

lands. This had led to his appointment as one of the king 's representatives 

at two conferences called to resolve the disputes which disrupted that trade. 

His knowledge of the merchant community of Antwerp had proved useful in 

dealing with the foreign loans which were being raised to augment Henry 

V l l l ' s declining finances. 

Recorde's background, on the other hand , was in the world of educa-

tion. 8 In 1531 he had been elected a fellow of All Souls College, Oxford. 

Fourteen years later he obtained the degree of Doctor of Medicine from 

Cambridge. By 1547, after teaching at the universities for some time, he 

was practising medicine in London. Recorde is one of those examples of 

scholars who served the Tudor monarchs. It is impossible, however, to 
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deduce from the extant documentation who forwarded his name, but it must 

have been someone who favoured a protestant rather than a moderate religious 

policy. 9 

It is equally impossible to say whether Recorde had any knowledge of 

coinage operations or metalworking. 10 Whatever the state of his knowledge, 

his position as comptroller was no sinecure. According to Chamberlayne 1 s 

account, £218 7s. 6d. was expended on Recorde's travelling expenses for 

sundry journeys on the mint's business . 1 1 He is also noted as receiving most 

of the church plate which was delivered to the mint for conversion into 

coins. 1 2 It is also possible that the running down of the mint involved 

Recorde to a great degree. Production of coin ended in October 1549, al-

though plans had been floated before the previous June, when Sir Thomas 

Smith appeared to take it as an accepted fact that Bristol would close.13 

The final closure of the mint did not occur until March 1550 and this stage 

of the mint's life must have been presided over by Recorde.^ 

The account was produced in 1551. At that stage Chamberlayne was 

owed £218 13s- 2 d . , which on 16 October 1551 the Privy Council ordered to 

be paid to him. 1 5 

When Recorde died in 1558, imprisoned in the King 's Bench prison, he 

named his brother, Richard, and his nephew, Robert, as executors of his 

will. When Richard died in 1570, the younger Robert became sole executor.16 

Robert set about his task with enthusiasm, searching through old records 

to discover any source of money owing to his uncle's estate.1 7 One result 

of this zeal was the case in the Court of Requests between Chamberlayne 

and Recorde under examination here . 1 8 

On 28 April 1573 Recorde claimed that on the declaration of the Bristol 

account there was found to be £137 6s. 8d . due to his uncle, £153 6s. 8d. 

due to Chamberlayne, and various sums due to others. He further stated 

that Chamberlayne had agreed to leave all repayments to Recorde, senior, 

who had therefore given £244 to various individuals who had not been able 

to wait the concluding of the account before receiving their money. Despite 

this agreement, it was alleged, Chamberlayne had obtained two sums of 

money from the Crown, one in the reign of Edward VI for £218 13s. 4d . and 

one in the reign of Elizabeth for a further £165 8s. 4 d . 1 9 All of which, 

according to Recorde, amounted to £230 15s. Od. more than was due to 

Chamberlayne. 

In his reply Chamberlayne admitted receiving the first sum of money, 

claiming that he had given £65 6s. 8d. of that to the earl of Pembroke as 

part of a debt owed to Pembroke by Recorde, senior. He denied the existence 

of a second warrant or any agreement between himself, the under-treasurer, 

and Recorde, the comptroller. Recorde's second admission to the court main-

tained the truth of the story presented in the complaint, but he was no 

longer certain of the amount of money awarded in the second warrant. 

Recorde then went on to state that Chamberlayne had not paid any money 

to Pembroke and that, even if he had , he should not have done so. Recorde 

therefore asked the court to order Chamberlayne to repay £65 6s. 8d. The 

final document in the case is Chamberlayne' s second reply which reaffirmed 

his previous statements and requested his discharge from the court as there 

was no case to answer. 

In the absence of any further documentation from the court we are left 

to reach our own conclusions, for which we have to turn to other evidence. 

The mint account clearly states that the Crown owed only £218 13s. 2d. to 

the person presenting the account. There is no evidence to suggest anything 

to the contrary before 1573 . 2 0 
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A reconstruction of the events surrounding the closure of the mint and 

the presentation of the account would tend to support Chamberlayne's case. 

On 22 September 1549 Chamberlayne and his companion, Joachim Gundelfinger, 

were given an imprest of £200 for an embassy to Denmark and Sweden.2 1 

The main aim of the mission was to create a balance of trade by which 

Swedish silver would flow into England. Gundelfinger's subsidiary role 

was to recruit German miners for the Irish silver mines. Since Chamberlayne 

would have been in London to receive his instructions, Recorde would have 

supervised the ending of production during October. We do not know the 

dates of Chamberlayne's absence from England, but he must have left soon 

after receiving his imprest. He had returned to England by 27 March 1550, 

when a warrant was issued to pay him £210 16s. 8d. for the money he had 

expended on his embassy. The mint account was finally approved on 11 

October 1551 and , as already noted, five days later the Privy Council author-

ised a warrant for the surplusage. 

By this time Chamberlayne was the king 's resident ambassador in the 

Netherlands and , like all residents, he was desperately short of funds. How-

ever, payment of the warrant of 16 October was being stopped by the earl 

of Pembroke. 2 2 Since Chamberlayne does not mention a delay after 4 December, 

we must assume that any problems had been resolved, probably by Chamber-

layne paying some money to Pembroke, as he claimed in his submission to 

the Court of Requests. It is quite possible that Recorde could have expended 

some of his own money in paying the workers, as his nephew alleged. How-

ever, any such money would have been allowed for in the account, under 

the section for the receipts. The account makes no mention of any sums, 

and apart from the surplusage of £218 13s. 2 d . , all money expended is 

covered by the receipts. 

If Recorde had been owed money for the account, why did he not petition 

the Crown in his own lifetime? It is not as if Recorde was away from 

government circles, and he did not mention any money owing to him during 
his time as surveyor of the king 's mines and of the Dublin mint. 

One conclusion we can draw from this episode concerns Recorde himself. 

When he died, he was imprisoned in the King 's Bench prison. The tradi-

tional view, as seen in the Dictionary  of  National  Biography,  i s that he was 

imprisoned for debt. This assumption was challenged by F .M .Clarke , who 

stated that debt 'was not the cause of Recorde's imprisonment'.23 Her state-

ment was not based on hard evidence, but was arrived at through a recon-

struction of the events when Recorde was surveyor of the mines in Ireland. 2* 

By showing that Recorde was in financial difficulty and was slow to pay 

his creditors, this episode adds weight to the traditional view. 

The second, and more important conclusion, concerns the practice of 

accounting in Tudor England. Nowhere in the papers presented to the court 

do any of the protagonists refer to any papers or accounts. Having shown 

all the books in use at the mint to those commissioned to approve the 

account, Chamberlayne and Recorde presumably thought that they would no 

longer be needed. They may not have been immediately destroyed, but their 

lack of importance to contemporaries meant that they were neglected and 

time has completed the destruction. The survival of those books would have 

aided the court in reaching a decision, and would have been of great bene-

fit for modern historians of financial institutions. 
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